Background {#Sec1}
==========

Nutrition is one of the most important risk factors associated with development of chronic diseases, such as cardiovascular disease, some types of cancers, and type 2 diabetes \[[@CR1], [@CR2]\]. During the past decades, many countries in Europe and North America have set up nutritional policies to prevent or decrease these public health burdens \[[@CR3], [@CR4]\]. In France, a nutritional policy (PNNS) was launched in 2001 and dietary guidelines have been widely disseminated within the population in order to attain public health objectives \[[@CR5]\]. In 2008, individuals aged 12--75 years were largely aware of these guidelines and in particular around two third were aware of the recommendation for "meat, fish and seafood, eggs" (once or twice a day), three-quarter were aware of the recommendation for "fish and seafood" specifically (at least twice a week) while around one fourth were aware of the recommendation for "dairy products" (three to four times a day depending on age) \[[@CR5]\]. Subjects aware of guidelines for dairy products were two times more likely to achieve corresponding dietary recommendations, while the association was even stronger for fish \[[@CR6]\].

Food production has been shown to account for 30% of greenhouse-gas emissions, thus contributing to climate change \[[@CR7]\]. Consequently, it has been suggested to reduce both the intensity of emissions from livestock production and the average consumption level of animal products \[[@CR8]\]. A large number of individuals are now concerned by these environmental issues associated with food choice \[[@CR9]--[@CR11]\] but translation into actual sustainable food choice and consumption seems difficult \[[@CR12]--[@CR15]\]. Underlying reasons include level of involvement with sustainability, perceived consumer effectiveness, perceived availability of sustainable products or social norm for example \[[@CR15]\]. Other reasons might involve differences between guidelines focusing on health and environmental issues \[[@CR16]\]. It is now recognized that climate change and chronic diseases must be tackled together to ensure coherent dietary advice for consumers \[[@CR17], [@CR18]\]. However, only a few countries have developed guidelines for their citizens that integrate health and environment when making food choices \[[@CR19]\]. In countries where this is not the case, dilemmas between health and environment when making purchasing decisions are likely to occur. However, to our knowledge this has not been investigated in the literature. In England, it has been shown that about one-fifth of the subjects were confused about which type of fish to eat for health reasons, while it was the case for half of them when attempting to protect fish stocks \[[@CR20]\]. This issue is likely to be even more significant for consumers who want to take into account both health and environmental aspects when making purchasing decisions.

Therefore, the present study aimed at investigating the existence of dilemmas between health and environmental motives when purchasing meat, fish and dairy products, at determining the sociodemographic profiles of individuals reporting dilemmas, and finally at comparing dietary quality of these individuals with those reporting no dilemma.

Methods {#Sec2}
=======

Study population {#Sec3}
----------------

The NutriNet-Santé Study (<https://www.etude-nutrinet-sante.fr>) is an ongoing web-based prospective observational cohort study launched in France in May 2009 with a scheduled follow-up of 10 years. It aims to investigate the relationship between nutrition and chronic disease risk, as well as the determinants of dietary behavior and nutritional status. The study was implemented in the general French population (internet-using adult volunteers, age ≥ 18 years). The rationale, design and methodology of the study have been fully described elsewhere \[[@CR21]\]. In brief, volunteers are recruited via multimedia campaigns (television, radio, national and regional newspapers, posters, internet) and invited to visit the NutriNet-Santé website. In order to be considered included in the study, participants complete a baseline set of self-administered, web-based questionnaires assessing dietary intake, physical activity, anthropometric characteristics, lifestyle, socioeconomic conditions and health status. As part of the follow-up, participants are requested to complete the same set of questionnaires every year. Moreover, each month, participants are invited by e-mail to fill in optional questionnaires related to dietary intakes, determinants of eating behaviors, nutritional and health status. This study is conducted in accordance with the Declaration of Helsinki, and all procedures were approved by the Institutional Review Board of the French 75 Institute for Health and Medical Research (IRB Inserm n° 0000388FWA00005831) and the *Commission Nationale de l'Informatique et des Libertés* (CNIL n° 908,450 and n° 909,216). All participants provided informed consent with an electronic signature. This study was registered in EudraCT on 25th February 2013 (n°2013--000929-31).

Questionnaire measuring dilemmas for food choice motives during purchasing {#Sec4}
--------------------------------------------------------------------------

Food choice motives during purchasing in general and for specific food groups (meat, fish, fruits and vegetables, dairy products) were assessed in September 2013 using an optional web-based questionnaire which was internally validated using factor analyses \[[@CR11]\]. The present analyses focused on the following food groups: meat, fish and dairy products. In addition, dilemma for choice of meat, fish and dairy products was assessed with two approaches.

### Implicit assessment of dilemma {#Sec5}

The following questions of the questionnaire have been used for the present analyses: (i) "I purchase \[meat/fish/dairy products\] for health issues" (concerned participants who reported to purchase within the food group only), (ii) "I avoid purchasing \[meat/fish/dairy products\] for environmental issues" (concerned both participants who reported to purchase within the food group and those who reported no purchase). The subjects were asked to rate each item on the following 4-point Likert scale: strongly disagree/disagree/agree/strongly agree. If they could not answer the question, participants were allowed to choose the answer « I do not know ». Participants were defined as having a dilemma towards food purchase when they "agree" or "strongly agree" with both statements (i) and (ii).

### Explicit assessment of dilemma {#Sec6}

Additional questions were asked to the participants: (iii) I am torn between "purchasing \[meat/fish/dairy products\] to follow dietary guidelines" or "limit purchase for environmental issues". The subjects were asked to answer each item on a yes/no scale. French dietary guidelines were mentioned for each food group. For meat: "eat meat, fish, eggs 1 to 2 times/day" since there is no guideline specific to meat; for fish: "eat fish twice/week"; and for dairy products: "eat dairy products (milk, yoghurt, cheese etc.) 3 to 4 times/day". Participants were defined as having a dilemma towards food purchase when they answered yes to the question (iii).

### Composite variable {#Sec7}

Participants were defined as having a dilemma toward choice of meat, of fish or of dairy products if they were qualified as having a dilemma using both implicit and explicit approaches.

Sociodemographic, economic and lifestyle data {#Sec8}
---------------------------------------------

The sociodemographic, economic and behavioral data that were the closest to the food choice motives questionnaire were used. In particular, data were collected on sex, age (years), BMI (kg/m^2^), educational level (primary, secondary, university (≤ 3 years), university (\> 3 years)), household composition (one adult, two adults, household with at least one child, household with at least one teenager, household with at least one child and one teenager), smoking status (never smoker, former smoker, current smoker) physical activity (low, medium, high) and monthly household income (\<1200, 1200--1800, 1800--2700, \>2700 euros per household unit). The monthly household income is calculated per household consumer unit (CU). One CU is attributed to the first adult in the household, 0.5 CU - for other persons aged 14 or older, and 0.3 CU - for children under 14. Physical activity was assessed using a short form of the French version of the International Physical Activity questionnaire (IPAQ) \[[@CR22]\]. The weekly energy expenditure expressed in metabolic equivalent task minutes per week was estimated, and 3 scores of physical activity were constituted \[ie, low (\<30 min/d), moderate (30--59 min/d), and high (≥60 min/d)\] according to the French guidelines for recommended levels of physical activity \[[@CR5]\].

Food group intake, adherence to food group guidelines, and dietary quality (mPNNS-GS score) {#Sec9}
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

At inclusion and once a year thereafter, participants are invited to complete three non-consecutive 24-h dietary records, randomly assigned over a 2-week period (2 week days and 1 weekend day). The accuracy of web-based 24 h dietary records has been assessed by comparing to interviews by trained dietitians \[[@CR23]\] and against 24 h urinary biomarkers \[[@CR24], [@CR25]\]. For the present analysis, participants who had completed at least three 24 h dietary records during the two years preceding the questionnaire on food choice motives were selected. Participants reported all foods and beverages consumed at each eating occasion. They estimated the amounts eaten using validated photographs of portion sizes \[[@CR26]\] using household measures or by indicating the exact quantity (g) or volume (mL). For each participant, daily mean intakes were calculated from the 24-h dietary records, weighted for the type of day of the week. Nutrient intakes were estimated using the published NutriNet-Santé composition table including more than 2000 foods \[[@CR27]\]. Dietary underreporting was identified on the basis of the method proposed by Black \[[@CR28]\].

For the purpose of this study, analyses focused on intake (g/100 g) of meat (red meat, poultry and game, organ meat), fish (fish, shellfish) and dairy product (milk, cheese, yoghurt) groups. The level of adherence to French dietary guidelines for fish (≥ 2 servings/week), dairy products (intake between 2.5--3.5 servings/day (individuals \<55 years) and between 2.5--4.5 servings/day (individuals ≥55 years) was also assessed \[[@CR5]\]. Since there are no specific dietary guidelines available for meat, guidelines for meat/fish/eggs were considered (≥1--2 servings/day) \[[@CR5]\]. Finally, the mPNNS-GS was calculated. The mPNNS-GS is an a priori score assessing overall adherence to the French nutritional recommendations, and therefore reflecting overall dietary quality. It is based on the PNNS-GS score \[[@CR29]\] but accounts for dietary component only, excluding the physical activity component \[[@CR30]\]. Briefly, the score has a range of 0--13.5 points, with a higher score indicating a better overall diet quality. It includes 12 components: eight refer to food-serving recommendations (fruit and vegetables; starchy foods; whole grain products; dairy products; meat, eggs and fish; seafood; vegetable fat; water vs soda) and four refer to moderation (added fat; salt; sweets; alcohol). Negative points apply for overconsumption of salt (\>12 g/day), added sugars (\>15% energy intake). A penalty also applies when energy intake exceeds the energy requirement -- as assessed by physical activity level and basal metabolic rate calculated using Schofield eqs. \[[@CR31]\] -- by more than 5%.

Statistical analysis {#Sec10}
--------------------

Characteristics of included and excluded participants were compared using Student's t tests or chi-square test, as appropriate. The degree of agreement between dilemma for meat, fish and dairy products was calculated using unweighted Kappa \[[@CR32]\]. Sociodemographic, economic and lifestyle characteristics as well as food intake were compared across dilemma (yes, no) for meat, fish and dairy products. Continuous variables were presented as means ± SDs, and categorical variables as percentages. Multivariable logistic regression analyses were used to assess the associations between sociodemographic and economic characteristics and the composite variable of dilemma (yes, no) for meat, fish and dairy products (dependent variable). Analysis of covariance was performed to estimate the association between the composite variable of dilemma for meat, fish, dairy products and intake of these foods as well as adherence with food group guidelines (dependent variables). Logistic regression analysis was performed to estimate the association between dilemma for meat, fish and dairy products and mPNNS-GS score (dependent variable). Analysis of variance and logistic regression analyses were adjusted for, sex, age, education level, income, household composition, smoking status, physical activity, BMI and energy intake. Sensitivity analyses were performed on the implicit and explicit approaches separately. All tests of significance were two-sided, and a *P* value \<0.05 was considered significant. All statistical analyses were performed using SAS software (version 9.3, SAS Institute Inc.).

Results {#Sec11}
=======

Characteristics of the sample {#Sec12}
-----------------------------

From the initial 122,091 subjects who received the questionnaire measuring food choice motives regarding sustainable foods, a total of 46,958 (38.5%) completed it. Among them, 402 subjects (0.9%) were excluded due to missing data for BMI, educational level or household composition. An additional 18,056 participants (38.5%) who had less than three dietary records available were excluded and 5565 participants (11.9%) due to underreporting, leaving 22,935 subjects (48.8% of those who completed the questionnaire) available for analysis (17,247 women and 5688 men).

Compared with excluded individuals, included individuals were more often men, were older, had a higher income and were less likely to have children (all *P* \< 0.0001). They also showed a higher educational level (*P* \< 0.01).

Percentage of participants who had a dilemma when choosing meat, fish or dairy products are shown in Table [1](#Tab1){ref-type="table"}. More participants showed dilemma in the case of meat and fish than in the case of dairy products. In addition, the unweighted kappa coefficients between dilemmas for meat, fish and dairy products were as follow: meat vs fish (kappa = 0.43 (95% CI: 0.41--0.45), fish vs dairy products (0.33 (0.32--0.36)), meat vs dairy products (0.27 (0.26--0.29). Among participants, 22.4% presented a dilemma for at least one of these foodstuffs and 2.0% presented a dilemma for all these foodstuffs.Table 1Percentage of participants who presented a dilemma towards the choice of meat, fish and dairy products (*N* = 22,935, NutriNet-Santé study, 2013)MeatFishDairy productsStrongly agree/agree (%)Dilemma (%)Strongly agree/agree (%)Dilemma (%)Strongly agree/agree (%)Dilemma (%)Implicit approach I purchase \[meat/fish/dairy products\] for health issues91.6020.77^a^86.2419.55^a^75.148.32^a^ I avoid purchasing \[meat/fish/dairy products\] for environmental issues25.6024.4211.69Explicit approach I am torn between purchasing \[meat/fish/dairy products\] to follow dietary guidelines or limit purchase for environmental issues31.9431.7514.79Composite variable^b^12.0113.094.64^a^Percentage of participants who answered "strongly agree/agree" to the two questions "I purchase \[meat/fish/dairy products\] for health issues" and "I avoid purchasing \[meat/fish/dairy products\] for environmental issues"^b^Percentage of participants who presented a dilemma in both implicit and explicit approaches

Table [2](#Tab2){ref-type="table"} shows socio-demographic, economic, lifestyle and food intake characteristics of participants who demonstrated dilemma vs no dilemma for each of these foods. Table [3](#Tab3){ref-type="table"} shows results of the multivariable logistic regression analysis evaluating the association between sociodemographic and economic characteristics and dilemma toward food choice. Men were less likely to report dilemma, while individuals belonging to low income class and aged \>50 years were more likely to report dilemma. Dilemma also increased with age. In the case of dairy products, individuals aged \>30 years (and in particular \>50 years), with a low education level and a low income were more likely to report dilemma compared with those without dilemma. Sensitivity analyses were performed on the implicit and explicit approaches separately. Analyses using the implicit question showed additional associations in the case of meat: individuals with a greater educational level and household including only one adult were more likely to report a dilemma. No major differences were observed between the composite variables and the explicit approach.Table 2Individual characteristics of participants across dilemma towards meat, fish and dairy products choice (N = 22,935, NutriNet-Santé study, 2013)All sampleMeatFishDairy productN = 22,935No dilemmaDilemmaP^1^No dilemmaDilemmaP^1^No dilemmaDilemmaP^1^*N* = 18,138*N* = 2767*N* = 17,715*N* = 2913*N* = 20,221*N* = 1001Sex, %\<0.0001\<0.00010.75 Women75.276.681.176.483.377.577.0 Men24.823.418.923.616.722.523.0Age (years), %\<0.0001\<0.0001\<0.0001 18--309.09.16.78.66.59.42.5 30--5032.033.127.632.629.633.317.7 50--6540.640.544.240.945.140.054.8  \> 6518.417.421.618.018.817.325.1Educational level, %0.0900.014\<0.0001 Primary2.42.42.72.32.92.34.6 Secondary31.531.232.831.332.530.446.8 University (≤ 3 years)30.731.130.030.831.831.226.0 University (\> 3 years)35.435.334.535.632.836.222.6Income (€/UC)^2^, %0.270.0057\<0.0001 20011.110.810.710.411.410.813.6 1200--180022.822.723.322.624.122.824.1 1800--270028.728.729.828.829.828.832.1 70033.233.632.334.130.733.625.0 Missing data4.34.23.94.24.04.15.3Household composition, %0.00220.49\<0.0001 One adult18.017.619.717.918.118.220.7 Two adults46.345.847.246.047.045.352.6 Household with ≥1 child13.814.512.814.214.014.67.1 Household with ≥1 teenager17.117.116.317.016.717.016.1 Household with ≥1 child and 1 teenager4.85.04.14.94.24.93.6Smoking status, %0.00230.0430.0011 Never smoker49.949.652.649.951.350.449.4 Former smoker39.939.838.639.839.939.243.3 Current smoker10.210.68.810.38.810.57.3Physical activity, %\<0.0001\<0.0001\<0.0001 Low18.419.314.618.516.318.714.1 Moderate37.837.939.438.138.338.532.8 High32.631.735.432.135.831.742.5 Missing data11.111.110.611.39.711.110.7BMI (kg/m^2^), %\<0.0001\<0.00010.032  \< 2569.668.675.769.174.670.066.3 25--3022.723.219.323.118.822.325.7  \> 307.708.205.17.906.607.77.8Dietary characteristics mPNNS-GS^3,4^7.7 ± 1.67.6 ± 1.68.0 ± 1.6\<0.00017.7 ± 1.67.8 ± 1.6\<0.00017.6 ± 1.68.1 ± 1.6\<0.0001 Energy intake (kcal/day)1893.8 ± 470.01894.1 ± 465.01850.8 ± 461.30\<0.00011891.3 ± 465.11848.5 ± 457.4\<0.00011891.1 ± 465.01827.5 ± 453.50.0002 Meat  Intake (g/day)69.6 ± 51.772.6 ± 51.860.3 ± 46.5\<0.000171.6 ± 51.860.5 ± 47.7\<0.000169.9 ± 51.665.2 ± 47.60.002  Adherence to dietary guidelines^5^51.853.248.8\<0.000153.448.7\<0.000152.051.70.834 Fish  Intake (g/day)42.3 ± 44.543.8 ± 45.141.6 ± 42.30.022142.7 ± 44.742.9 ± 42.90.806642.3 ± 44.542.0 ± 42.60.85  Adherence to dietary guidelines^6^56.055.465.5\<0.000157.858.30.6055.662.6\<0.0001 Dairy products  Intake (g/day)191.3 ± 151.1193.7 ± 150.5178.0 ± 146.3\<0.0001194.1 ± 151.1175.4 ± 142.6\<0.0001193.8 ± 150.7181.1 ± 144.80.02  Adherence to dietary guidelines^7^28.829.128.10.2829.227.40.03929.131.50.10^1^P--values are based on chi-square tests^2^CU: Consumption Units. One CU is attributed for the first adult in the household, 0.5 for other 569 persons aged 14 or older and 0.3 for children under 14^3^Analyses are performed on a subsample of individuals (*N* = 17,685) for whom mPNNS-GS score could be assessed^4^mPNNS-GS has a range of 0--13.5 points, with a higher score indicating a better overall diet quality^5^Since there are no dietary guidelines available for meat, guidelines for meat/fish/eggs are considered in these analyses. Adherence to dietary guidelines for meat/fish/eggs corresponds to an intake of 1--2 servings/day^6^Adherence to dietary guidelines for fish corresponds to an intake of fish ≥2 servings/week^7^Adherence to dietary guidelines for dairy products corresponds to an intake between 2.5--3.5 servings/day (individuals \<55 years) and between 2.5--4.5 servings/day (individuals ≥55 years) Table 3Multivariable logistic regression analyses showing odds ratios (OR) for risk of having a dilemma toward choice of meat, fish and dairy products across subgroups of individual (*N* = 22,935, Nutrinet-Santé study, 2013)^a^ ^b^MeatFishDairy productsOR (95% CI)*P*OR (95% CI)*P*OR (95% CI)*P*Sex*\< 0.0001\< 0.0001*0.25 Women111 Men0.73 (0.66--0.82)*\< 0.0001*0.64 (0.58--0.71)*\< 0.0001*0.91 (0.78--1.07)0.25Age (years)*\< 0.0001\< 0.0001\<0.0001* 18--30111 30--501.26 (1.05--1.45)*0.011*1.30 (1.09--1.56)0.0992.15 (1.39--3.32)*0.0005* 50--651.78 (1.49--2.11)*\< 0.0001*1.70 (1.43--2.02)*\< 0.0001*4.90 (3.23--7.43)*\<0.0001*  \> 652.12 (1.75--2.56)*\<0.0001*1.73 (1.43--2.10)*\< 0.0001*4.89 (3.17--7.53)*\<0.0001*Educational level0.370.62*\<0.0001* University (\> 3 years)111 University (≤ 3 years)0.91 (0.82--1.01)0.0881.02 (0.92--1.13)0.791.08 (0.89--1.30)0.44 Secondary0.93 (0.82--1.04)0.200.98 (0.88--1.09)0.211.56 (1.30--1.86)*\<0.0001* Primary0.94 (0.72--1.22)0.631.13 (0.88--1.46)0.311.73 (1.22--2.45)*0.0022*Income (€/UC)*0.0063\<0.0001\<0.0001*  \> 2700111 1800--27001.13 (1.01--1.26)*0.028*1.18 (1.06--1.32)*0.0020*1.46 (1.22--1.74)*\<0.0001* 1200--18001.19 (1.05--1.34)*0.0046*1.26 (1.12--1.42)*\<0.0001*1.47 (1.20--1.79)*0.0001*  \< 12001.28 (1.10--1.50)*0.0019*1.39 (1.19--1.62)*\<0.0001*2.10 (1.65--2.68)*\<0.0001* Missing data0.97 (0.78--1.21)0.791.05 (0.85--1.30)0.651.68 (1.23--2.29)*0.0012*Household composition0.390.390.67 One adult111 Two adults0.94 (0.83--1.05)0.261.08 (0.96--1.20)0.310.98 (0.83--1.17)0.85 Household with ≥1 child0.99 (0.84--1.17)0.931.16 (0.99--1.37)*0.028*0.88 (0.64--1.20)0.41 Household with ≥1 teenager0.90 (0.78--1.04)0.141.00 (0.87--1.15)0.500.86 (0.69--1.08)0.19 Household with ≥1 child and 1 teenager0.85 (0.78--1.07)0.160.93 (0.75--1.17)0.220.89 (0.60--1.31)0.56^a^Multivariable logistic regression analyses were performed using "no dilemma" as reference^b^All analyses are adjusted for all presented variables and additionally smoking status, physical activity and BMI

Table [4](#Tab4){ref-type="table"} shows results of differences in food intake, adherence to dietary guidelines and the mPNNS-GS between individuals who reported dilemma and those who did not. Participants who reported a dilemma toward meat, fish and dairy products purchase consumed less of these foods overall and had greater mPNNS-GS scores compared with those without dilemma. In the case of fish, differences were small, although significant. In addition, participants who presented a dilemma toward meat showed a better adherence to meat/fish/eggs guidelines. Additional analyses focusing on the explicit and implicit approaches separately showed similar results. Observed differences concerned intake of fish which did not differ significantly using the implicit approach (*P* \> 0.05), and adherence to food group guidelines for meat/fish/eggs which was not significantly different in individuals with and without dilemma (both implicit and explicit) for meat (P \> 0.05).Table 4Covariance analysis and multivariable logistic regression analysis showing the association between dilemma toward choice of meat, fish and dairy products and nutritional intake, adherence to food group guidelines and dietary quality (mPNNS-GS) (*N* = 22,935, Nutrinet-Santé study, 2013)^1^Intake (g/day)Adherence to food group guidelinesDietary quality (mPNNS-GS)^2,3^Mean ± SD*P* ^4,5^OR (95% CI)*P* ^6,7^Mean ± SD*P* ^4,8,9^MeatNo dilemma72.6 ± 51.8*\<0.0001*1^6^*0.0002*7.6 ± 1.6*\<0.0001*Dilemma60.3 ± 46.50.83 (0.76--0.92)8.0 ± 1.6FishNo dilemma43.8 ± 45.1*\<0.0001*1^10^0.487.7 ± 1.6*0.0048*Dilemma41.6 ± 42.30.97 (0.88--1.07)7.8 ± 1.6Dairy productsNo dilemma193.8 ± 150.7*0.045*1^11^0.417.6 ± 1.6*\<0.0001*Dilemma181.1 ± 144.81.07 (0.91--1.27)8.1 ± 1.6^1^All analyses are adjusted for, sex, age, education level, income, smoking status, physical activity, BMI and energy intake^2^Analyses are performed on a subsample of individuals (*N* = 17,685) for whom mPNNS-GS score could be assessed^3^mPNNS-GS has a range of 0--13.5 points, with a higher score indicating a better overall diet quality^4^P values are based on ANCOVA analyses^5^Explained variance (r^2^) in the models were 0.073 for meat, 0.033 for fish and 0.024 for dairy products^6^P values are based on multivariable logistic regression analyses^7^Explained variance (r^2^) in the models were 0.010 for meat, 0.055 for fish and 0.027 for dairy products^8^Since there are no dietary guidelines available for meat, guidelines for meat/fish/eggs are considered in these analyses. Adherence to dietary guidelines for meat/fish/eggs corresponds to an intake of 1--2 servings/day^9^Explained variance (r^2^) in the models were 0.14 for meat, 0.13 for fish and 0.13 for dairy products^10^Adherence to dietary guidelines for fish corresponds to an intake of fish ≥2 servings/week^11^Adherence to dietary guidelines for dairy products corresponds to an intake between 2.5--3.5 servings/day (individuals \<55 years) and between 2.5--4.5 servings/day (individuals ≥55 years)

Discussion {#Sec13}
==========

Around one-tenth of the individuals participating in this study showed dilemma between health and environmental motives when purchasing meat and fish, while dilemmas were less frequent in the case of dairy products. Participants who reported dilemma for meat and fish purchasing were more likely to be older, women and to have a low income, while in the case of dairy products; they were more likely to be older, with a low education level and income. Participants reporting dilemmas for meat and dairy products consumed less of the corresponding foods and had a better dietary quality (mPNNS-GS score). In addition, individuals with dilemma towards meat had a lower adherence to meat/fish/eggs guidelines.

Dilemma occurrence when purchasing meat, fish and dairy products {#Sec14}
----------------------------------------------------------------

Our study showed that a significant number of individuals were torn between health and environmental considerations when purchasing meat or fish (around 10%), while it was the case for 5% only in the case of dairy products. In addition, around one-fifth of the participants had a dilemma for at least one of these foods. To our knowledge, this study is the first to investigate potential dilemmas between health and environmental considerations when purchasing animal food. Occurrence of dilemmas is expected to be greater when there is a contradiction between health and environmental guidelines, but also when a product has a strong perceived environmental impact. In agreement, meat and in particular the one from ruminants present the highest greenhouse gas emissions together with fish, while dairy products score lower \[[@CR33]\]. However, it has been demonstrated that it is possible to create a diet that is healthy and sustainable \[[@CR16], [@CR34], [@CR35]\] without performing drastic dietary changes \[[@CR16], [@CR36]\] or increasing the cost to the consumer \[[@CR16]\]. The public is aware of a number of dietary guidelines \[[@CR6]\] which are widely disseminated \[[@CR5]\], while awareness of what constitutes a low environmental impact diet is likely to be lower given the lack of information on this topic. In addition, consumer difficulty to understand what constitutes a good, balanced diet from a health, environmental, ethical or other perspective has been acknowledged \[[@CR18]\] and can lead to dilemmas. More and more authors suggest that dietary guidelines should integrate recommendations for environmental sustainability \[[@CR17], [@CR37]\] as it has been done in other countries such as Germany \[[@CR19]\]. It is likely that the level of dilemma will be lower in these countries.

Socio-demographic and economic characteristics associated with dilemma {#Sec15}
----------------------------------------------------------------------

In our study, women declared more dilemmas in the case of meat and fish compared with men, while no difference was observed for dairy products. In a previous study, women were also more likely to agree that they were 'not sure whether to buy farmed fish' \[[@CR20]\]. Women are known to be more interested in healthy eating \[[@CR38]--[@CR41]\] and to be more often concerned by environmental issues \[[@CR9], [@CR42]--[@CR44]\]. In particular, they were more willing to reduce their meat consumption \[[@CR45]\]. However, women have been shown to rate almost all eating motivation as more frequently influencing eating behavior than men \[[@CR38], [@CR46]\], which may be due to women being more preoccupied with food in general \[[@CR9], [@CR47]\]. This could also partly explain why they declare more dilemma in general.

Our data showed that older subjects were more likely to perceive dilemma compared with younger subjects, for all food groups considered. Older age groups are known to be more interested in healthy eating compared with younger subjects \[[@CR20], [@CR40], [@CR41], [@CR46], [@CR48]\]. It is however still unclear whether environmental concerns vary with age, with studies showing more pro-environmental attitudes in younger individuals \[[@CR49], [@CR50]\], while older subjects have been shown to be more familiar with the "meatless meals" topic \[[@CR45]\] and to have greater ethical concern \[[@CR9], [@CR20], [@CR48]\]. The greater health concerns observed in older subjects might partly explain why dilemma also increases with age. It has also been suggested that older consumers may have had a bias to give higher ratings on scales generally \[[@CR48]\]. In our study, the risk of dilemma occurrence increased linearly with age in the case of meat and fish while dairy products showed a threshold effect starting at 50 years, with particularly high odds ratio. French dietary guidelines advise an increase of dairy products to four portions per day from the age of 55 years due to the high prevalence of osteoporosis in the elderly population \[[@CR51]\]. This may increase dilemmas in older subjects also concerned by the environment.

Level of education had an influence on dilemma occurrence in the case of dairy products only, with less educated individuals showing more dilemmas. In a previous study, level of education had no influence on health motives to select food \[[@CR38], [@CR39]\]. In addition, attitude towards fish was not modified by a composite variable of socio-economic characteristics (educational level, occupation, household income and individual food expenditure) \[[@CR20]\]. However, better educated individuals have been shown to express more pro-environmental attitudes compared with less educated individuals \[[@CR49], [@CR50]\]. People with higher education levels have more nutrition knowledge \[[@CR52], [@CR53]\] and might therefore be more able to compile nutritional and environmental information.

Finally, our data showed that individuals with low income had more dilemma compared with higher income individuals. The literature showed no influence of income on health motives underlying the selection of food \[[@CR38]\] or intention to purchase sustainably sourced food \[[@CR54]\]. Only minor effects for income was observed when it came to purchasing \[[@CR43]\] or consuming \[[@CR55]\] organic food. It is possible that individuals with low income perceive more dilemma in general when purchasing foods, since they have to take into account cost barriers, and as a consequence also perceived more health vs environmental dilemmas. In the case of meat, symbolic role of this food, such as its contribution to physical strength and energy, and social norms in low socioeconomic categories could also weight on the decision to maintain its important status in meals in this socioeconomic group \[[@CR56]\], and may lead to dilemma related to the knowledge of the high environmental impact of this food.

Association between dilemma and nutritional intake {#Sec16}
--------------------------------------------------

Individuals with dilemma for meat and dairy products showed lower intake of these foods. These results suggest that dilemmas are translated into actual change in behavior and that barriers preventing changes can, at least partially, be overcome \[[@CR15]\]. Our results showed limited association in the case of fish. In the literature, participants were less likely to report purchase of fish from sustainable source if they were confused about which type of fish they should be eating to protect fish stocks \[[@CR20]\]. Dilemma for fish might potentially impact the type of fish purchased rather than the quantity consumed. Individuals reporting dilemmas for meat and dairy products had a diet of better quality overall. Our data therefore suggest that having environmental concerns is not inconsistent with a diet of adequate nutritional quality as previously shown \[[@CR16], [@CR34], [@CR35]\]. In the literature, other studies showed that individuals with higher level of interest in health \[[@CR57]--[@CR60]\], or environment \[[@CR57]\] had healthier food choice behavior.

The major strength of our study is its large sample size providing high statistical power. Also, this study includes a vast heterogeneous sample of volunteers in whom a wide range of socio-demographic and lifestyle characteristics were assessed so as to effectively control for potential confounding factors \[[@CR61]\]. Further strength of the current study was the use of repeated 24 h records to assess nutritional intake that were validated against urinary biomarkers \[[@CR24], [@CR25]\]. Another strength is the use of a composite variable of dilemma including both implicit and explicit approaches. In the case of meat, an explicit measure of dilemmas led to 30% of individuals with dilemmas whereas an implicit led to 20% of individuals with dilemmas only. These results highlight the importance to use an instrument with various items to measure the adhesion to a theory \[[@CR62]\]. The choice of a composite variable might also have influenced the results. However, additional analyses were performed on implicit and explicit approaches separately and showed very similar results. The main limitation of the study was its cross-sectional design, preventing inference of causality. Caution is also needed when generalizing our results, since the NutriNet-Santé study is a long-term cohort focusing on nutrition and participants are recruited on a voluntary basis, implying that they might have increased health consciousness and interest in nutritional issues as well as healthier lifestyle. Individuals with dilemma may also have a healthier profile overall, which was partially accounted for in the models by adjusting on smoking, physical activity, BMI and energy covariables. Finally, the sample size can also be a constraint since it produces significant results even though differences are small, but it enables highly accurate estimates.

Conclusion {#Sec17}
==========

A number of individual showed dilemmas between health and environmental motives when purchasing meat and dairy products. Subjects at risk to present a dilemma were older, women and had lower income. Participants reporting dilemmas for meat and dairy products consumed less of the corresponding food but showed a better dietary quality. These data therefore suggest that having environmental concerns is not contradictory with adherence to nutritional guidelines. Public health strategies aiming at encouraging healthy and environmentally friendly food choices need to better understand consumers' motives when purchasing food. National dietary guidelines could be adapted to take into account both health and environmental issues as it has already been done in some countries. However, these results must be confirmed by studies assessing dilemmas in real-life settings. Further work exploring dilemmas across populations from diverse backgrounds and with different level of concern toward the environment is needed to refine our knowledge when setting up effective nutrition policies.
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